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ABSTRACT

Sweeping Exposures, Lead Poisonings, and Black Working Poor Populations in the United
States
by

Shirley Reid

Advisor: Justin Rogers-Cooper

The focus of my thesis is to explore some of the realities that the impoverished urban black
poor populations face in America today. The goal of my thesis is to illustrate how poverty is
reproduced within impoverished neighborhoods through the idea and mechanism of lead exposure, by
recognizing how specific exposure to the element lead and its by-products is both a symbol and a
material cause of black urban poor illness and disability. There is no mistake that people living in the

U.S. are aware of the social injustices against black populations in the form of racial injustice.
However, the same cannot be said for the injustices of black populations exposed to lead poisoning.
Researchers have dissected this issue passionately to find fundamental answers regarding the
causes, effects, and control of the poisonous metal. Less discussed, however, is the apathetic nature
of the government in their urgency actions pertaining to lead exposure eradication when it comes to
the black population. Furthermore, although scholars and intellectual experts in the American Studies
field successfully utilize methodological and theoretical approaches in striving for an intercultural
analysis of the transnational U.S. history within the scope of critical race and ethnic studies, the field’s
conversation about the toxicity of lead and its presence in the urban black poor populations is still
emergent. This is partly the reason for my thesis, in addition this emergent understanding is potent in
iv

part because each of the lead issues is treated locally or in isolation, that of which will be placed in
context during the course of this thesis. The literature review in this thesis illustrates how poverty is

perpetuated within impoverished neighborhoods through the idea and mechanism of exposure to
lead. To establish this position, this thesis explores the current realities of the impecunious urban
black poor populations in America as depicted in the Flint Water Crisis in Michigan, massive
health violations by the New York City Housing Authority (NYCHA), and police shootings in
Chicago, as well as Chicago gun violence in general pertaining to urban black poor individuals. In
each of these spaces, the element lead is the crucial agent of disability and repression, and a critical
common denominator across the board, looking at lead as much materially as symbolically. The
literature review confirms a seemingly deliberate inaction effort by authorities to passively allow
for lead poisoning in the black population by flaunting environmental protection, safe drinking
water, fair housing, and lead abatement laws. Thus manipulated, lead and its by-products are both a
symbol and a material cause of black urban poor illness and disability.
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CHAPTER 1: LEAD AND ALL ITS TOXICITIES

Lead can be seen as a passive yet blatant agent of what Michelle Alexander would refer
to as the new Jim Crow and racial injustice in her book The New Jim Crow: Mass Incarceration
in the Age of Colorblindness. When government and authoritative municipalities, which
ostensibly proposition to protect the people, and the greater good of the people, turn a blind eye
and sweep under the rug issues that are hazardous to human life, those entities can pose a threat
to the very populations they ought to be safeguarding. Cases of lead exposure manifested vastly
in urban black poor populations across the United States is arguably a direct example of
biopower and necropoltics--terms coined and explored by French Scholar, historian, and social
theorist Michel Foucault and Cameroonian philosopher, political theorist, and public intellectual
Achille Mbembe--respectively. In laymen’s terms, biopower could be easily described as the
power over bodies and human life processes which are politically governed. In addition,
necropolitics can be described as how some people may live and some people are left to die
based on the political spirituality of those in political power. Understanding the lens in which our
government sees a particular class and race of people in relationship to their sovereignty in itself
is a language of discourse in its own realm. It is a subject matter that should not be avoided in
order to evade the apprehension of not being politically correct.
In addition to these and other examples, there is another “elephant in the room” that
needs attention. The aspiration of my thesis is to get a conversation going on the relationship
between lead toxicity and racial injustice. Lead, of course, is a highly toxic metal and a severe
poison. The metal's toxicity is a predominantly imminent hazard with the potential to cause
permanent negative health effects on humans. Lead is ubiquitous in the environment, but as Solt,
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Deocampo, and Norris (2015) explain, it has no physiological functions in biological systems.
Therefore, any contact between lead compounds and the human body results in adverse health
complications. Exposure to lead may occur through fuels, industrial discharges, and paints
(Jabeen, Tahir, & Waqas, 2010). Thus, human beings in such environments are potentially
almost always exposed to the lethal metal. Additionally, plumbing materials used in water
conveyance systems also contaminate water with the poisonous chemical through corrosion.
Jabeen et al. elucidate that lead compounds in the water cause the majority of fatalities at 70-85
cases through foods and drinks followed by inhalations at 15-30 cases. The hard figures make
lead poisoning a principal public health concern.
Defining lead and what makes it problematic, dangerous, and poisonous will be the
central theme in this writing. In addition, the history of lead in black communities will be
discussed with specific examples of lead poisoning directly affecting the black working poor
currently, using the examples of The Flint Water Crisis in Michigan, NYCHA’s massive health
violations in NYC, and Police shootings in Chicago against urban black poor individuals. As
stated, the ideas and concepts of necropolitics and biopower will be frameworks for analyzing
lead poisoning; I also trace issues of lead poisoning back to the concept of racial capitalism. In
Jodi Melamed’s Racial Capitalism, she places emphasis on how racial capitalism indeed places
heavy expropriation on work, labor, and resources. I will argue that when we view capitalism
and racial capitalism, we must be sensitive to the ways that race is a determinant factor.
Melamed states, “We often associate racial capitalism with the central features of white
supremacist capitalist development, including slavery, colonialism, genocide, incarceration
regimes, migrant exploitation, and contemporary racial warfare. Yet we also increasingly
recognize that contemporary racial capitalism deploys liberal and multicultural terms of
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inclusion to value and devalue forms of humanity differentially to fit the needs of reigning statecapital orders” (Melamed, 2015 p. 77). Looking at American Studies and the history of racial
capitalism, neoliberal capitalism plausibly is a system of its own where white supremacy treats
blackness, so to speak, as a commodity subject to trade for its market value. Or in this case
pertaining to lead, blackness is a form of life that can be discarded by the market. If the market
(government municipalities) view blackness as inferior commodity, it only makes sense that less
stock will be placed on its life form. My thesis is an attempt to can see the symbolic and material
relationships between lead poisoning and racial injustice in black urban poor communities.
Another important element of this research will focus on the varieties of lead poisoning and its routes
of toxicity. There is an interesting observation when looking within spaces of housing, and policing
through public crises related to the Flint Water Crisis in Michigan, and the NYCHA’s (New York
City Housing Authority) massive health violations in New York, in addition to Chicago policing. In
each of these spaces, the element Lead is a key agent of disability and repression, and a critical
common denominator across the board in these isolated events. For instance, the bullet that
penetrates the black body during acts of police brutality contains the same element which flows
through the Flint Michigan water pipelines, and hovers in the cracks of the walls and dwellings of
NYCHA’s public housing living quarters. I will observe--while linking to lead poisoning-incidences of violent crime such as police shootings and brutalities, which has taken place in recent
history in Chicago, and impacted families and communities of the urban black poor population with
connections to Flint and New York. The observations synthesize encompass the creative and
systematic works of other scholars as a whole which speaks to and demonstrates truth to my position.
That position is that lead serves both symbolically and materially as an oppressive toxin within black
urban poor communities, both historically and today. The aims of the research will try to connect
lead exposure as an ecology of urban anti-black racism, analyzing the reproduction of black urban
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poverty, and what black communities are doing to resist exposure to toxic lead, and to prevent new
spaces of toxicity from possibly re-occurring again, as for example with NYCHA’s public housing
establishments in New York City.

In sum, the sequence of my discussions within the thesis will consist of four major
sections. The first section will define lead, and what makes it problematic, dangerous, and
poisonous. This section will also include a partial history of lead in black communities and
examples of lead poisoning affecting the urban black poor described above. The second section
of this thesis will place these histories into conversations about necropolitics and biopolitics as it
relates to racial injustice and racial capitalism. The third section of this thesis will analyze the
symbolic relationship between the toxicity of lead and racial injustice in black urban poor
communities. Lastly, the final section will discuss the Black Lives Matter movement (BLM), and
activism that speaks against the oppression of toxicity in black urban poor communities of color.
This section will also address abolition movements that might present solutions in hopes to solve
these crises.

The History of Lead Mining
History indicates that humans started using lead as far back as the Iron or Bronze Ages, if
the oldest lead landmine in records from Turkey, 6500 BC, is anything to go by. The oldest lead
necklace found in Anatolia estimated to be about 7,000-8,000 years old further confirms the fact
(Rosman et al. 1997). Other than ease of availability, lead gained popularity because it is easy to
mold, has a low melting point, can form carbon metal compounds, is recyclable, has a high
resistance to corrosion, and can withstand weather elements for lengthy periods. Moreover, the
Romans found ways of converting the metal into delicious spices that were used in wines and
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foods (Aneni, 2018). Although the Romans understood that the metal posed certain dangers to
humans, madness, and death even, its advantages were too significant to forego, so they
downplayed the effects (Delile, Blichert-Toft, Goiran, Keay, & Albarèdeb, 2014). Just like the
American people today, the Romans equated limited exposure to the poisonous metal with
reduced risk. They chose to ignore the truth that continued exposure to the heavy metal paved the
way for chronic lead poisoning later.
Fast forward to the 1920s: lead had become a part of the American life. The metal was in
practically every item found in a home. Manufacturers used it in televisions, radios, vacuums,
toys, fuels, cosmetics, paints, and pipes (Needleman, History of lead poisoning in the world,
1999). In other words, the metal fueled the rapidly growing urbanization. Although researchers
have established the metal’s toxicity around 2000BC, industrialists marketed the products
vigorous in total disregard of the health effects as Needleman explains. They were counting on
the sales to take them through the 1930s. They managed, but soon thousands of children and
adults suffered from lead effects so much that the pressure to prohibit its use in whichever form
escalated in the 1950s (Fentiman, 2017). Although governments kept records of the rapidly
increasing children suffering from acute and chronic exposure to the metal, the matter did not
receive the same attention as polio. Had the government take measures to control the epidemic
back them, today’s lead poisoning would be a different issue.
Lead and quality of life
Humans encounter lead in a variety of ways. The primary cause of lead poisoning in the
country is paint used on walls. Lead compounds were primary ingredients in paints in the 20th
Century (Cecil, et al., 2008). Although the Senate banned the use of lead-based paints in 1978,
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many of the houses constructed before that period still have the paint on the walls. The
Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) (2018) confirms that indeed lead is still present in
millions of households across the country. Seeing as the use of lead-based paints before the ban
was legal, the revelation that those houses still contain the illegal paints is not surprising,
although it indicates a systemic failure in lead abatement throughout the years. Nevertheless,
EPA further informs that when the paint is not dangerous when in good condition. The problem
begins as soon as the paint starts to deteriorate. Expectedly, most of the buildings built before
1978 are at the deteriorating stage today, the primary reason that lead poisoning is an enormous
predicament today in poor neighborhoods where residents cannot afford renovations. Lead poses
a health hazard even if a homeowner applies another layer of paint over the lead-containing coat
(EPA). In reality, the situation worsens when the lead paint layer is interfered with during
renovations as the dust resulting from the activity contains lead particles. Therefore, living in a
house containing lead paint is synonymous to lead poisoning.
Many populations suffer from lead-based paint across the nation. In a study examining
the effects of lead-containing paint, Solt, Deocampo, and Norris (2015) reviewed the residents of
Sacramento, the capital of California for blood lead levels (BLLs). The researcher’s decision to
involve this community was prompted by a large number of old houses painted using lead-based
paint in the locality. According to the authors, Sacramento also has a history of transportationrelated lead emissions, which further increases the disease burden on the state government.
Government records contain 250 reported cases of lead poisoning between 1989 and 2004.
Confirming the occurrences, the Spatial Distribution of Lead in California study found that
between 2007, 2008, and 2009, 6%, 1.7%, and 2.4% of children tested for elevated blood lead
levels in California turned out positive. By 2015, the results showed an average 4.5 μg/dL in
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every child, many points above the 0.24 μg/dL maximum threshold provided by the law at the
time. The study together with recent occurrences such as the massive health violations by the
New York City Housing Authority (NYCHA) highlights the plight of poor African Americans in
the country.

Naturally Occurring Lead and Corrosion in Plumbing Lines
Besides lead-containing paint, lead is also found outside the home in the soil, yards, and
playgrounds. Lead occurs naturally with high concentrations in certain areas according to EPA
(2018). Higher levels in select regions result from weathering processes acting on the soil.
Although lead doesn’t break down naturally, when exposed to the sun, air, and water its
compounds can disperse. Lead-exposed to the wind, especially, travels for long periods before
settling back onto the ground. After settling on a surface, lead accumulates on the topsoil due to
its low solubility and mobility qualities (Feleafel & Mirdad, 2013). While here, it can seep into
water pipes and plants. Additionally, lead contamination occurs from flaking derived from leadbased paints on the outside of a building, the previous use of leaded gasoline cars, and industrial
waste (EPA; Deocampo et al. 2015). Such occurrences in a playground are hazardous for
children who may ingest the particles through hand-to-mouth activities or from consuming fruits
and vegetables growing on lead infected soils.
Furthermore, lead contamination also results from corrosion in plumbing lines. Corrosion
mostly occurs where water has high levels of acidity or low mineral contents. Jabeen and
colleagues (2010) confirm that new and old homes are equally at risk for lead poisoning through
corrosion. Such risk stretches as long as the water pipe between the house and the source. Efforts
7

to reduce this risk necessitated Amendments to the Safe Drinking Water Act in 2014 to decrease
the amount of allowable lead content in water pipes and accessories to below, 0.25% (Landrigan
& Etzel, 2014). However, most waterways use pipes with up to 8% lead content to date (Solt et
al. 2015). Populations, therefore, are still at risk. Additionally, Jabeen et al. observe that when
households use chrome-plated brass faucets and accessories, significant amounts of lead may
seep into the water, more so when it is hot. All these aspects of water safety are covered in the
Safe Drinking Water Act, the problem of lead-containing plumbing materials especially, under
the Lead and Copper Rule (LCR). However, water treatment companies across the country
continue to flaunt these regulations as witnessed by the Flint Water crisis in Michigan State
discussed later in this study.

Lead-Based Bullets
Lead-based bullets cause lead poisoning, although not because the metal exudes lead into
body tissues over time. The toxic metal can make its way into the body tissues, altering proteins
and, consequently, changing the way the body works. The Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention (CDC) expresses concern particularly in cases where doctors advice patients to retain
the bullets in the body since the procedure involved in removing the contaminant would cause
irreparable damage to the tissues (CDC, 2017b). The operation, therefore, is a huge risk to the
life of the individual. CDC reports that such non-fatal incidences make up to 70% of shootings
countrywide. While the doctors mean well in retaining the bullet inside the patient's body, it is
essential to weigh the benefits against the possible effects. The effects can appear many years
after the gunshot, the CDC statement continues, and most residents remain unaware until the

8

problem starts manifesting in the form of fading memories, reduced IQ, infertility,
aggressiveness, or spontaneous abortions among others.
In a study to assess the effects of retained bullet fragments (RBFs), the Adult Blood Lead
Epidemiology and Surveillance (ABLES) under CDC examined data collected from individuals
with blood lead levels (BLLs) of ≥10 μg/dL between 2003 and 2012. During that period, the
organization reviewed 145,811 persons with RBFs aged 16 and above from 41 states (Weiss, et
al., 2017). Out of the population, 457 cases of RBF related BLLs were identified to have a
maximum 306 μg/dL BLL. The RBF elevated BLLs occurred in young adult males, a majority of
whom lived in lead-based houses and worked in lead environments according to Weiss et al.
Again, most of the individuals in the research remained unaware of the changes occurring in
their bodies until after the study. Perhaps bullets are not renowned as a cause of lead poisoning
due to the lack of adequate data concerning the issue. CDC reports that records before 2004
include less than 100 reported cases. However, as cases of police shootings increased over the
years, there is sufficient data to determine the degree to which lead-based bullets affect the life of
the victim today. The random police shootings against poor black populations in urban Chicago,
for instance, have caused irreparable damage such as physical disabilities, illness, and poverty.
Combined, paint, bullet, and water lead poisonings pose a significant threat to black
humanity. The fact that a few micrograms of lead per deciliter of blood are enough to wreak
havoc in someone's life shows an urgent need for stakeholders to address the problem (Rabin,
2008). In all the reported lead poisoning incidences in the nation, children are the most affected.
Note that water consumption contributes 10-20% of the total lead intake in a child according to
the author. Unfortunately, lead does not spare infants either. Records show that water intake
through formula feeding contributes 40-60% of their lead exposure as Rabin explains. Although
9

legislation at the federal level has reduced lead poisoning levels over the past two decades, lead
in drinking water is still a significant hazard to people's lives. Consequently, there has been an
increase in public protests concerning the rise in lead poisoning cases due to paint, bullet, and
water contamination: but what makes lead so poisonous?

The Toxicity of Lead and the Effects of Lead Poisoning
After entering the human body through inhalation, ingestion, or absorption, lead is stored
in the soft tissues, blood, and bones. Since the proteins are found in every organ of the body, lead
compounds succeed in spreading to a majority of tissues. At the molecular level, lead ions within
the cells are large and readily charged as they contain highly disruptive properties as Yadav and
Sharma inform. Similar to free radicals, the lead ions can harm protein structures. Thus,
destroyed proteins disrupt cellular activity resulting in illness, disability, and in some instances
death. Moreover, lead 2+ ions to substitute calcium ions, which are vital signaling molecules,
hence affecting the central nervous system (Markowitz, 2000). Another downside to having lead
ions in the body is that there is no proven way of eliminating them, so left alone they multiply
quickly.
A legitimate question arises from the above explanation about the toxicity of lead: why
are neurons affected and not the other body cells? First, neurons are an extremely vulnerable cell
because they have a delicately poised chemical balance with a low tolerance than most body
cells Yadav and Sharma (2013). As such, various proteins and signals rapidly modify the cells’
functions. Once affected, the behavioral changes are easily spotted in a blood examination.
What’s more, malfunctioning neurons can produce cognitive defects in the affected even at
10

extremely low levels of lead poisoning (Jabeen et al. 2010). Secondly, since neurons rely on
calcium ions to signal intermediate synapses, it becomes impossible to release neurotransmitters
into the synaptic cleft without them. They thus, take in lead ions using the same mechanisms
used in pairing with calcium ions according to Yadav and Sharma. Carrying the same charges,
calcium 2+ and lead 2+, the neurons cannot differentiate between the two. Once inside, the
contaminants first impulse is to cause cellular damage and neuronal misfiring (Markowitz,
2000). Individuals start showing lead poisoning symptoms such as hyperactivity, memory loss,
insomnia, and slow growth when these processes complete.
Perhaps the most feared consequence of lead in humans is its neurological defects. As
established earlier, lead ions first attack neurons easily due to the cells’ susceptibility. The effects
manifest in memory loss, difficulties in organizing actions, and making decisions, behavioral
changes like aggression, and difficulty in executing fine movements such as picking items (CDC,
2017b) . The effects are worse in children because they are at a higher risk of ingesting particles
during hand-to-mouth activities. The CDC (2017b) reports that children exhibit attention-related
behaviors such as decreased IQ, low intellectual performance, and reduced competence in
particular cognitive abilities. In the Textbook of Children’s Environmental Health, Landrigan and
Etzel (2014) attribute the reduced cognitive ability to lead activation of the protein kinase, C
(PKC). Lead binds PKC more strongly than calcium. The result is that children regress in
cognitive abilities and may be short of hearing.
Sadly, the effects are evident even at extremely low levels of lead poisoning. Throughout
the research, Cecil et al. (2008) note that children with as little BLLs as 3 µg/dL showed lead
poisoning symptoms. Way below the minimum threshold of 10 µg/dL before an individual could
start showing neurological problems recorded in previous studies Cecil et al. explain.
11

Consequently, studies show that clinicians should be quick to test for lead poisoning when
presented with children with developmental delays (CDC, 2017b). Even though tests may fail to
show that a child suffers from the condition, it does not stop the contaminants from affecting
their delicate organs. As well, as the amount of lead in a child’s body increases so does the
Attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) (Feleafel & Mirdad, 2013). By reducing the
attention and memory abilities, people are unable to contribute positively to society.
Furthermore, chronic lead poisoning affects the kidney leading to chronic advanced renal
malfunction in children and reduced renal functionality in adults. The kidney failure results from
prolonged lead exposure. Cecil et al. (2008) found that the condition is rampant among metal
smelters, battery factory workers, and people who remodel old homes. Therefore, although rare,
an individual who resides in a house painted using lead-containing paint for prolonged periods is
at high risk of developing acute renal failures. The same goes for those people consuming leadlaced water for many years. Markowitz (2000) argues that blood BLLs as low as ‹5 μg/dL are
associated with acute renal failures in adults. After developing the complications, it becomes
relatively easy for the condition to escalate to full-blown chronic kidney disease. The illness
worsens as the blood pressure rises when the BLLs hit ‹10 μg/dL, applying more pressure onto
the kidney. Studies also show that renal failure may be asymptomatic, implying that the clinician
may fail to diagnose unless all relevant tests are conducted (Jabeen et al. 2010). When a patient
suffers from diabetes or hypertension, the condition is fatal.
More problems inflict the victim of lead poisoning as the metal also causes hematological
issues. In this regard, lead inhibits the body's ability to produce hemoglobin. The metal achieves
this by meddling with specific enzymatic processes along the heme synthesis pathway (Payne,
2008). Heme is a crucial part of human blood as it carries oxygen to all the body parts. When the
12

body fails to produce sufficient amounts of blood, it results in anemia as Payne explains.
However, before lead can manage to take control of the heme synthesis, an individual must have
been exposed to the poisonous metal for many years. Usually, adults are said to suffer from
hematological effects when blood tests return BLLs of above 70 µg/dL (NTP, 2012). Also
crucial to this study is that lead affects people suffering from iron deficiency the worst. Studies
show that children and young women are highly likely to be iron deficient and are hence, the
most affected in comparison to adult men (Jabeen et al. 2010). A combination of lead poisoning
and iron deficiency produces more severe effects than either condition alone.
Lead poisoning also affects the reproductive system of both men and women. The
pervasive effects originate with the parents and extend to the child after birth. Studies focus on
sperm count, fertility, and pregnancy outcomes in determining the level of damage on any one
individual (Cecil, et al., 2008). Following exposure to lead metals, men recording BLLs ≥ 15
µg/dL, mostly due to water and occupational exposure, have reduced sperm counts, and
increased frequencies of sperm abnormalities as filed by the National Toxicology Program
(2012). Research into the length of time it takes for the sperms to normalize after lead exposure
stops is lacking. Moreover, research indicates that BLLs of ‹10 µg/dL in women is enough to
cause adverse effects in their reproductive system (NTP). BLLs of ‹20 µg/dL are linked with
belated conception according to (CDC, 2017a). Also, after fertilization, continued exposure to
lead puts the woman at high risk of spontaneous abortion between 0 and 30 µg/dL. Based on
these grim facts, exposure to any amount of the toxic metal causes some side effects one way or
the other.
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Lead Poisoning in Black Communities
Thousands of families were exposed to high levels of the poisonous metal through tapped
water in Flint, Michigan between 2011 and 2015. The damage wrought on the people is
irreversible; diminished IQ and academic performance, and preterm births among others. For a
country that banned the use of lead-based paint in 1978 and fuels in 1996, victims wonder when
the circle of lead poisonings will end (Sampson & Winter, 2016). Shortly after the Flint Tragedy,
followed the NYCHA housing scandal that brought to the light more repulsive details of lead
poisoning than many could comprehend. As the society grapples with the aftermath of reckless
decisions made by the very people responsible for protecting the masses, this study sort to find
out whether it has always been like this for the black population. The figures unearthed in the
search are depressing.
Lead is a naturally occurring metal that is found in traceable amounts on top soils across
the country. While on the ground, lead is practically immobile. The metal disperses when natural
elements such as sunshine, water, and air convert it into reactive compounds (Needleman,
History of lead poisoning in the world, 1999). Once the metal leaves its natural habitats and
becomes part of products used by animals, plants, and humans, it changes into a highly toxic
metal. Today, through human activity, lead has become the single most widespread poisonous
metal in the world (WHO, 2010). Unfortunately, lead does not manifest immediately it is
absorbed into the system, but instead, it accumulates and shows the symptoms when the levels
are relatively high. Throughout history, lead spread through such means as exhaust flames,
smelter gases, and paint (Payne, 2008). Needleman states that although man has suffered from its
adverse effects for centuries, neither has technology offered an effective way of dealing with the
problem nor has man evolved a biological system that can withhold the poisonous metal.
14

Therefore, as much as lead as humanity has mined so far exists in the system since there is no
known way of eliminating the metal.

CHAPTER 2: BLACK BODIES AND LEAD POISONING

Black lives and Lead Poisoning
As is the custom with most issues affecting the businesses of the high and mighty, the
officials diverted attention from the main problem. They directed the spotlight on the politics of
social class and poverty. They succeeded, once again, in protecting their products and
investments. Fentiman (2017) records an argument by Manfred Bowditch, then an executive of
Health and Safety for the Lead Industries Association, who spoke at the organization’s annual
meeting in 1957. Bowditch recognized that the primary cause of lead poisoning was the flaking
in the old buildings in slums, and so the problem of lead poisoning would exist for as long as
there were slums. The problem, to him, was not with the manufacturers that put lead in every
product they produced, but rather with the parents in the old neighborhoods who did not teach
the children how to avoid eating lead particles (Rosner & Markowitz, 2016). The parents ought
to repaint the houses to keep the paint in good condition, but they were not doing that Bowditch
continued. He concluded that the burden lay in educating the ignorant parents about the risk of
lead paint as the two author’s record. However, the problem occurred in black and Hispanic
neighborhoods: “How do you deal with such a problem?” Bowditch asked (Rosner &
Markowitz). His statement as the leader of the lead-based manufacturing industry coupled with
the market forces at the time formed the foundation for the lead conversation today.
On the one hand, there were influential investors who declined to take responsibility for
15

poisoned products, while on the other hand there were powerless urban residents struggling to
put food on the table, let alone confront the authorities about the issue (Fentiman, 2017). As the
years passed, lead poisoning was accepted as the disease for the poor. The debate continued into
the 1970s, which is when the government managed to ban lead in paints and gasoline. The bans
served the well-off families well as they could afford to detoxify their homes according to
Fentiman. However, black poor urban residents who could not afford to renovate their houses
continue to live in such dwellings to date (García & Sharif, 2015). Since then, state and federal
governments draft budgets to treat children after they are affected instead of preventing the
damage.
Despite the government’s responsibility to provide fair housing to its populations, the
biggest percentage of federally assisted housing are found in poor neighborhoods with extremely
high risk for lead poisoning. Unfair distribution of resources and outright flaunting of existing
regulations have placed the black population at the center of the lead poisoning narrative (García
& Sharif, 2015). Discriminative practices have prevented millions from rising above poverty,
disease, segregation, and physical disability. Proctor, Semega, and Kollar (2016) report that the
Black population records the highest poverty rate at 24.1% compared to the whites 9.1%.
Further, over 30% of Black children live below the poverty line in comparison to less than 10%
of the whites. Likewise, the risk of lead poisoning favors white communities, as black children
are three times more likely to have excessive blood-lead levels. The Racial Ecology of Lead
Poisoning study by Sampson and Winter (2013) found extremely high prevalence rates to lead
poisoning among blacks and Hispanic populations with the prevalence going as high as 90% for
all children. Lead is a relentless epidemic, the authors concluded, and a symbol of ecological
inequality based on race. In their words, lead is the path through which racialism enters the body,
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literally. The Flint Water Crisis in Michigan, NYCHA’s massive health violations, and police
shootings in Chicago against urban black poor individuals are some of the recent manifestations
of the government’s failure to fulfill its mandate as outlined by the law. However, as the thesis
will establish using literature review, the authorities have other agendas in propagating racial
practices.

The Flint Water Crisis in Michigan
The Flint water crisis embodies the government’s failure, inflexibility, unpreparedness,
and delayed environmental injustice towards people from low-income areas and the blacks,
specifically. The illegal combination culminated in the exposure of thousands of children and
adults to the harmful effects of lead (The Flint Water Task Advisory, 2016). The government
takes the biggest share of the blame for although the events leading up to the crisis occurred
between 2013 and 2014, the government only acknowledged the failure in 2015. All this while,
people drank and cooked using the contaminated waters. Research into the crisis raises many
questions as to how the events leading up to the water crisis escaped government regulators until
the problem escalated to a crisis (Rakia, 2016). Before delving deeper into the water crisis,
however, there are historical facts about Flint to help put things into perspective.
Flint is the capital of Genesee County, Michigan. The city has witnessed many problems
through the years that have seen its population drop from 200,000 in the 1960s to 102, 434 in
2015 according to the Census Bureau (2015). The decline in population is attributed to the
reduction in economic activity within the Flint region. The 2010 census indicates that 41.5% of
the Flint population lives below the poverty line. Compared to other areas of the country, Flint is
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among the poorest of cities in Michigan. The median average for owned housing, for instance,
stood at $37,000, which is only a fifth of the national average according to Sim (2017). Poverty
coupled with racial discrimination replicates into more problems for the locals. The Federal
Bureau of Investigation (FBI) (2010) report indicates that after Detroit, Flint is the most
dangerous city in Michigan. Moreover, since 1976, the area has lost over 80% of its
manufacturing employment following years of decline in the motor industry according to Rosner
(2016). The area's economy depended mostly on GM Motors, and the company's gradual decline
left many people unemployed. Such forces in the city's history have a direct connection to the
water crisis witnessed a few years ago.
Furthermore, the Amendments to the Public Act 4 of 2011 that handed emergency
managers the power to make decisions autonomously also contributed to the crisis. The
manager's duties included devising ways of helping the Governor, Rick Snyder, to better manage
the city’s dwindling finances (Rosner 2016). The manager suspended the local government,
thereby eliminating any traces of accountability to the people. Also, seeing as the manager's first
duty was to reduce costs, the first program after rising into power constituted transferring the
water supply from the treated Detroit supplies to the Flint River. According to the municipality,
the Detroit water supply cost more than the city could afford. Immediately, residents started
complaining that the water looked and tasted different. However, the leadership failed to pay
attention to the complaints.
Tests by the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) in 2015 declared the water as unfit
for human consumption as it contained dangerous levels of lead. The report attracted attention to
the procedures used in changing the water supply from the previous source. As it turned out, the
Flint Water Treatment Plant flaunted the law in failing to test and treat the water properly (The
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Flint Water Task Advisory, 2016). Neglect to treat the water provided leeway for the compounds
within the water to react with the aging distribution pipes, thus, poisoning the water. Again, the
report raises pertinent questions about the decision of the municipal to sweep under the carpet
complaints by the residents concerning the taste of the water. What’s more, a previous water boil
advisory in 2014 followed a study that established that the water contained highly dangerous
Escherichia Coli bacteria as the Flint Water Task Advisory further informs. Also supporting the
water boil advisory was the Department of Environmental Quality, State of Michigan (MDEQ)
warning that the treatment plant violated the Safe Drinking Water Act regarding maximum lead
levels. Therefore, the authorities had plenty of reasons to suspect the water and implement the
necessary changes, but they did not.
Upon realizing the city’s reluctance in improving the quality of water, residents joined
forces to raise awareness concerning the issue. LeeAnne Walters is among the first residents to
demand action from the authorities. Sim (2017) reports that Walters contacted EPA to make a
formal complaint about the high levels of lead found in her tap water after a test by Miguel Del
Toral who was an EPA employee in the Ground Water and Drinking Water branch.
Investigations by the Flint Water Advisory Task Advisory found that although Del Toral had
informed his employer about the situation in Flint through an internal memo, EPA ignored the
information. The organization went a step further to prohibit Del Toral from contacting the press
about the issue, according to Sim. Regardless of the repercussions, Del Toral leaked the memo,
but still MDEQ insisted that the water was safe. Sim expressed concern that the organization
may have manipulated the numbers intentionally to avoid criticism when it declared the water as
unhealthy. Further scrutiny revealed that the numbers MDEQ represented contrasted with those
by the Virginia Tech team in the Flint Water Study, not to mention figures by the doctors from
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the Michigan State University concerning BLLs in Flint children under five.

Irreversible Lead Poisoning Effects on Poor Black Americans
Inevitably, lead poisoning in Flint affected the residents adversely. Mona Hanna-Attisha
and colleagues were among the scientists that showed concerned in the Flint water situation long
before the crisis occurred. Their study examined elevated BLLs in children before 2013 and after
2015, with results showing that the average BLLs increased from 2.4% to 4.9% (Hanna-Attisha,
LaChance, Sadler, & Schnepp, 2016). The report also indicates that lead poisoning increased at a
rate of 6.6%. Moreover, the distribution of BLLs severity and water lead levels chart showed that
African American populations living in the East and Central areas of Flint had the highest level
of water lead at between 76.8% and 67%. The areas with the least BLLs were the far north and
south of Flint areas that have the highest number of middle-class citizens. Obviously, these
populations could afford to substitute the poisoned waters from the Flint River with bottled
water. Consequently, the areas recording the highest lead poisoning levels have shown an
increase in poverty and crime, as well as a slight decrease in population as residents move to
escape the dangers. The damage suffered by the Flint residents is irreversible.

Massive Health Violations by the New York City Housing Authority (NYCHA)
NYCHA’s massive health violations as presented by a recent civil case also raised
concerns over the impoverished lives of black people in the country. Similar to the Flint Water
crisis, NYCHA exposed thousands of residents and children to lead poisoning through systemic
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falsifications. The affected people were residents in NYCHA’s 326 establishments with more
than 175,000 housing units in New York City (Peters, 2017). The units are home to over 400,000
poor and working-class individuals. The court report indicates that more than half of these units
have lead-based paint on the walls that can affect residents through inhalation, ingestion, and
absorption (The US vs. New York City Housing Authority Case, 2018). Furthermore, children
and the aged make up 27% and 20% of residents respectively. The demographic is defenseless,
implying that they rely wholly on NYCHA's services to survive. As the most prominent public
housing organization in the country, NYCHA’s responsibilities include providing the residents
with lead-safe houses alongside maintenance as the case documents pointed out. One of the
reasons for the enactment of the EPA Lead Abatement Rule was to eliminate lead from
residential dwellings such as NYCHA manages. Unfortunately, the organization neglected its
duties purposefully for over a decade leading to the catastrophic effects witnessed today.
The law requires that NYCHA conduct routine assessments in the houses in adherence to
the lead abatement regulation by EPA. The regular checks are meant to keep NYCHA well
informed about the lead paint status in the units so that the organization can take appropriate
measures whenever an issue arises. The law also requires that the New York Department of
Health (NYC DOH) works alongside NYCHA for inspection purposes to ensure that the
procedures occur precisely as the regulations dictate (The US vs. New York City Housing
Authority Case, 2018). According to the court ruling, over the past ten years, NYCHA failed to
comply with the rules by conducting renovations in unsafe methods for both residents and
workers. NYCHA workers performing routine lead abatement procedures in various apartments,
the Summer Houses, for instance, denied NYC DOH officials entry for inspection even though
they produced identification badges. The officials, however, managed to establish that the
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workers ignored safety rules as they lacked warning signs and dust enclosures (Peters, 2017).
There were stripped paint flakings on the floor without plastic coverings even though the paint
on the walls is lead-based (The US vs. New York City Housing Authority Case, 2018). Upon
reporting the allegations to the NYCHA, the explanation given for access denial was that the
state officers showed up without proper safety gear. Separately, this action by NYCHA points at
a deliberate effort to conceal the situation from the regulators.
Besides conducting the lead abatement procedures inappropriately, NYCHA presented
falsified reports to the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) for four
years in a row. The first instance occurred when NYCHA certified to HUD that it would comply
with HUD's safety rules concerning lead paint (The US vs. New York City Housing Authority
Case, 2018). The cover-up transpired when NYCHA applied for funding from HUD running into
billions of dollars meant to support lead abatement processes in 2011. NYCHA received the
funding but declined to comply. Again in 2015-2016, NYCHA presented false documents to
HUD after press statements told the story of a child with extremely high BLLs (Peters, 2017). In
a report submitted to HUD and the public, NYCHA stated that they adhered to "Federal, State,
and City regulations regarding lead." However, the organization flaunted the rules all along.
The third instance of deliberate cover-up happened in 2012-2013, and depicts untrue statements
by NYCHA about its maintenance work backlog. Once more, the organization managed to fend
off the attention of the press, HUD, and local leaders regarding its failure to conduct routine
maintenance procedures in the units, thus, putting residents in harm’s way (The US vs. New
York City Housing Authority Case, 2018). In the following years, NYCHA reported significant
reductions in the backlog as evidence of ongoing lead abatement works. The court established
that the decline in work backlog resulted from a misrepresentation of the work order process as
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opposed to the actual work done by NYCHA. The unfortunate facts described here display a
culture of neglect at NYCHA. Whenever an inquiry into the conduct of operations at NYCHA
came up, the organization responded by covering up the act instead of finding ways to improve
the situation. The ruling found massive management dysfunction and organizational failure
where employees were rewarded to spin data and accountability did not exist.
NYCHA's responsibility in serving the residents includes conducting risk assessment
studies on each house every two years until such a time that two consecutive evaluations indicate
an absence of lead in the house. Secondly, the organization should conduct visual assessments on
the lead paint on the walls each year to check for signs of paint deterioration as submitted by the
US Attorney for the Southern District of New York (2018). Thirdly, NYCHA is mandated to
take urgent precautionary measures whenever a child under six years is confirmed to have
elevated blood lead levels. In response to such case, the organization ought to renovate the
child’s apartment alongside a risk analysis of the entire development. Nonetheless, the
organization failed to comply with these regulations by presenting falsified reports to the
regulating bodies (Peters, 2017). In truth, the organization conceded that it stopped conducted the
annual visual assessments in 2012 and the few performed before that period were implemented
by untrained staff. As a result of the massive health violations, more than 820 children were
diagnosed to have elevated BLLs between 2010 and 2015.
Black communities were the most affected demographic by NYCHA’s health violations.
African Americans constitute 48% of the overall NYCHA residents across the 326 developments
in New York City. Whites, Asians, and Hispanics make up 6%, 3%, and 43% of the population
respectively according to the Residents’ Evaluation of NYCHA and Recommendations for
Improvement report by a partnership among CAAV, GOLES, FUREE, CVH, MOM, and CDP
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(2011). From the figures presented here, it is easy to note which of the residents were affected
the most by NYCHA’s negligence. Also, 72% of the houses are more than 30 years old, showing
the extent that poor communities are exposed to lead. Also crucial to this study is the nature of
complaints the residents submitted to the housing provider and the way in which NYCHA
responded. An independent report by the New York City Senate (2017) indicates that 69% of the
affected residents have a mold or lead issue today. After submitting a complaint to NYCHA, the
Senate report states, that only one out of three residents received a response before a week
elapsed. To make matters worse, NYCHA did not act on 26% of the complaints, and 64% of
those that were served did not remediate the mold or lead problems "due at least partially to
shoddy remediation techniques." Does the 48% population of blacks in the units have something
to do with the negligence by NYCHA? CAAV et al. (2011) believe that it does.

Lead and Police Shootings in Chicago against the Urban Black Poor Individuals
Every year, the police kill an average of 300 black Americans. Out of the total number
killed, about 75 are unarmed according to the Mapping Police Violence (MPV) database. In
reality, police are five times more likely to kill a black man than they are to kill a white one.
Besides the noticeable effect of losing a loved one, the shootings have far-reaching consequences
on the victim's family and the black community at large. The adverse effects include poor mental
health, disability, and increased poverty (Bor, Venkataramani, Williams, & Tsai, 2018). Poor
mental health results from a heightened sensitivity to threat, unfairness, low social status, low
self-esteem, and activation of past sufferings. All these factors combine to increase illness and
disability in the population as a recent study established. Nevertheless, what is the reason behind
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the massive killings?
High levels of violent crime in cities do not have a direct connection with the rate at
which the police kill black people. In fact, police departments in elevated crime regions such as
Newark kill fewer inhabitants per population over the past few years than police in low crime
towns like Austin and Long Beach (MPV, 2017). As opposed to being determined by crime rate,
police shootings reflect a systemic lack of accountability in the customs, policies, and actions of
the state institution. History provides numerous cases to support this observation. The Detroit
Riot of 1943, for instance, emerged from racial inequalities as the population increase in the
region put a strain on transportation, housing, employment, and education. The aftermath was
one of the bloodiest confrontations ever witnessed in the state. The protests lasted for three days.
By the end, 34 people had died, 25 of whom were black, 765 suffered severe injuries that
required hospitalization, and a whopping 1,893 were arrested. Additionally, it destroyed property
valued at $2 million (Rowe, 2010). Unfortunately, this tragedy was one among the many that
would destabilize the black community.
In the summer of 1967, another confrontation between the police and residents of Detroit
city left 43 African Americans dead. The riot was an instantaneous rejoinder to police cruelty,
but fundamental issues that included segregated housing, as well as unemployment, fueled the
uprising according to Bergesen (1982). Five decades later, the black community still grapples in
the aftermath of numerous injuries, property losses, and lead poisonings resulting from the
tragedy. More recently, the MPV database reports that 88 black men have died as a result of
police shootings in Michigan between 2013 and 2018. Out of those, 33 are black men, a 23%
disparity from their white, Hispanic, and Indian counterparts in the state's population combined.
The figures indicate an underlying problem in a country where the black community is a primary
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target of police brutality, and as the MPV data shows, the killings have nothing to do with
crimes.
Latest incidences in Chicago also depict a similar trend where police officers turn against
black men in mass shootings. Earlier this year, a three-hour confrontation between groups of
young men in Chicago and the law enforcers left over 12 people dead with scores others
seriously injured (CNN, 2018; Tribune, 2018). The shootings occurred at various locations in the
city in 33 separates occasions. Speculations are high as to the cause of the increasing violence in
the city. According to a report by the University of Chicago Crime Lab (2017), Chicago recorded
a 58% and 43% increase in homicides and non-fatal shootings between 2015 and 2016. A
majority of the affected are black men in their 20s or older. The study also states that police
shootings are highest in neighborhoods of the less privileged in the South and East sides of the
city (University of Chicago Crime Lab, 2017). The cause of the sudden rise in unrests remains
unknown according to the report; however, most of the rioters engaging the police in violent
shootings are young people who resort to violence to express their frustrations in a capitalist
nation that places little value on black life.
Note that these isolated incidences mirror the actual situation on the ground in many
other cities. Overall, black Americans in various states witness at least four police shootings each
year. Such a high prevalence rate is bound to have an impact on the individuals. Recent
interventions to examine the effects of police brutality on black Americans comprise of research
published in the Lancet. The study involved researchers from the Perelman School of Medicine
and the Boston School of Medical Health (USA) in conjunction with the Harvard University.
The researchers combined the data from the US Behavioral Risk Factor Surveillance System
(BRFSS) conducted in 2013-2015 and the MPV database. The BRFSS study consisted of a
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telephone survey where individuals answered several questions regarding police brutality
towards black men. After evaluating the data through statistical analysis, the researchers were
able to estimate the effect of police shootings on the overall black community.
The 103,710 respondents in the BRFSS study were presented with a scale on which to
rate the number of days within the past month that their mental health was poor. The survey
measured mental health based on stress and depression. As a measure of credibility, the
researchers involved an equal number of men and women, half of whom have higher education
qualifications. Also, 38,992 of the respondents, a figure that translates to 49%, had witnessed a
police officer shooting dead an unarmed black man in their state of residence 90 days before
taking the survey (Bor et al. 2018). The study equated every killing to “0.14 days of poor mental
health days,” with the most significant effects seen 30-60 days after the shooting. By the end of
the research, data indicated that the police shootings exposed the black community, currently
standing at 33 million, to over “55 million poor mental health days per year.” In other words, Bor
et al. sustain the disease burden due to police killings almost equals the population’s mental
health burden from diabetes.
Similar to the MPV study, the adverse effects of police shootings found in the BRFSS
survey were limited to the black community. Bor et al. (2018) affirmed that there were no
changes in the self-reported data of white respondents. The two studies establish a connection
between poor health in black populations and structural racism. When the police resort to the
indiscriminate killing of unarmed black men, the tragedies signify historical injustices and
current disparities in the use of force against black men. The population interprets the
occurrences to mean that the state does not value black and lives the same way according to Bor
et al. By instigating such violence, police shootings become a function of race and a reliable
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indicator of how humans maintain social order in the society, allocate power, and dispense
resources. The above statement depicts three crucial factors' of racial hierarchy, racial
supremacy, and racial equity.
Such shootings as described here paint a picture of the actual occurrences on the ground.
Losing a loved one is hard on family and friends, but regrettably, the community must also deal
with the adverse effects of lead-based bullets. Revisiting the research by Bor and colleague,
defining the spillover effect of police shootings adjoins the taxonomy terms for occurrences the
society considers normal in the black population, weathering and toxic excess, to show the
psychological and physiological mechanisms for the harm produced by racism. Also, the
deliberate naming is instrumental in progressing an anti-racist practice in public health. The
results of the studies are informative and critical; the researchers’ effort to identify and tackle the
clinical impact of police killings in the black population coincides with the overall need for the
medical field to intercede in the connection between systemic racism and medical outcomes. The
figures provide a foundation on which the society can investigate police violence and confront
racial inequalities as products of racism.
Despite the country’s efforts to eliminate lead from essential products like paint, gasoline,
and pesticides, lead is still a primary constituent of bullets. Lead in bullets is ideal owing to its
malleability, and tendency to fracture, which means that it constructs larger wound tracks and
thus kills faster (Arnemo, et al., 2016; Bustamante & Macias-Konstantopoulos, 2016). The
fracturing implies that victims suffer from physical disabilities and their body weakens further
when the bullets are termed as dangerous to remove. Additionally, as the explosives that ignite
gunpowder also contain lead, a gunshot produces such high temperatures that the metal
evaporates during shooting as Arnemo et al. explain, exposing anyone around the area to the
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toxic flames. A pertinent question arising from these facts is whether there has been any action to
prevent the use of lead-based bullets. Arnemo et al. note that modern bullets sometimes include
copper into the gunpowder to prevent the lead from melting, but as established in this study, any
amount of lead is poisonous for humans.

Necropolitics and Biopower
In different ways, the manufacture of death is an instrument of politics, with the most
obvious example being war. The concepts of necropolitics and biopower, Pokornowski (2016)
writes, have been especially useful in enabling systematic and patterned ways of deploying death
politically. Foucault (Foucault, 1978) defines the first aspect of biopower through a sovereign
who exercises complete power, while the second one is the people they rule. Foucault presents
sovereignty as a bundle of laws that must be obeyed to enable the exercise of power. The
sovereign state requires absolute adherence to the rules and regulations of the land (Lemke,
2000). Foucault refers to his kind of practice in the middle Ages where power was epitomized in
the form of a monarch. At the time, power depended mainly on the ability to kill to control the
masses. Afterwards, power shifted to controlling life itself.
Things changed on the onset of the 18th century whereby a country survived once it made
the transition from the sovereign state to the governing one successfully. The primary motivation
behind the transition was that the world populations increased significantly, creating a problem
for governments. Focus shifted from the need to enforce the law to a necessity to control,
manage, and govern the masses (Lemke, 2000). With the advent of governmentality, populations
were seen as existing to disrupt the exercise of sovereign power. Under the new regime, the
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government does not show concern about the criminal that breaks the law but instead
concentrates on the criminal that can neither be controlled nor managed. Equally important is
that the government specializes in devising mechanisms that support its power through any
means necessary (Foucault). The most obvious tactics are schools, prisons, hospitals, housing,
and employment. The epitome, then, is to control and manage.
Governmentality does not imply that the government becomes more involved in the
affairs of society. Instead, it concentrates on compartmentalizing the population into manageable
institutions. Life and death then become subject to the exercise of power by the government; as
Achille Mbembe claims, to exercise sovereignty is synonymous to practicing control over life
and death. Mbembe builds on Foucault's idea of biopower, but instead of propagating the
original notion of power by controlling life, he assigns power to death along social, political, and
economic lines. His concept suggests that life is not the sole focus of power, but instead
governments also manage populations through death. As he builds from Foucault's idea of
biopolitics, Mbembe attempts to establish the place of life, death, and the human body in the
overall structure of politics.
Mbembe’s ascertains sovereignty intends to "kill and to allow to live" (Mbembe 2003,
pg. 12). For him, life and death cease from being mere forces of nature to become instruments of
power. The exercise of power deprives life and death their natural capacity to act independently
by turning them into power devices. Nonetheless, who are these people designated for life?
Which group is destined for death? More importantly, which system has the power to decide
between life and death? Before attempting to answer those pertinent questions, Mbembe
provides additional information to shed more light on necropolitical practices. He states that the
construction of racism and a culture of hostility within the masses is necessary to support
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necropower. The intention is to plant two or more groups against each other. Additionally, one
race must believe that it deserves to live while the other does not as justification for killing one
life to give room for the other. Applying this knowledge to lead poisoning cases in the country,
the elimination of some lives, black lives, in this case, is necessary for the other being to
continue living. Racism, therefore, is a filter through which to ratify such decisions. Furthermore,
racism serves as a technology of death through segregation. Mbembe also ascertains that for each
group, the other side is displayed as a threat to its existence. The logic of enmity, therein,
produces the continuous struggle to eliminate the risk on one's life by removing the other race.
Following Mbembe’s example in applying the logic of enmity and racism in the
occupation of Palestine, it is easy to use the same on the lead poisoning realities of modern
America. Already, the historical injustices promulgated against the black community have
established the enmity against black communities; using lead poisoning to eliminate the
population, hence, is acceptable. The state is merely exercising its power over life and death to
guarantee survival of some but not others (Mbembe, 2003). I argue that the black people who die
as a result of lead poisoning are victims of biopower in its other form, necropolitics. Lead
poisoning alters the urban space occupied by black populations, from a national resource to a
source of danger. Further, this necropolitical space advances dysfunctions that eliminate the
possibility of the black community engaging with the state productively by associating blackness
with crime and disorder (Pokornowski, 2016). Consequently, blacks are deprived of resources, a
situation that imprints on the black body through poverty, physical disability, and poor mental
health. Marked by fear, trauma, and stress in this manner, the black body develops into the
perfect target for elimination by the authorities mandated with restoring order in the society.
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CHAPTER 3: BLACK LIVES MATTER ACTIVISM THAT SPEAKS TO THE OPPRESSION OF
BLACK URBAN POOR

A Brief History of Black Activism

The black population has relied on activism to advocate for their rights for centuries. In
the 1860s, for instance, they succeeded in abolishing slavery through a civil war. However, the
efforts failed to end discrimination and social injustices as 100 years later, African Americans
still endured the devastating effects of racism in the hands of the white population according to
Janken (2000). Activism took a new meaning in the 1950s when they started rallying forces
against discrimination. Janken writes that blacks had had enough of the discrimination and
brutality against them. They, thus, mobilized fellow black in initiating a battle against injustice,
one that still exists to date. History narrates that before World War II, most blacks were lowwage workers in farms, homes, and factories, and although war-related work boomed in the
1940s, they did not receive higher wages (Janken). In fact, Bates (1986) informs that this
demographic was discouraged from joining the military. When they threatened to join forces and
march to Washington in demand for better opportunities, president Franklin D. Roosevelt
relented by increasing the job prospects, Bate continues. He made the Order 8802 of June 1941
that allowed blacks entry into defense and government jobs.
Blacks served wholeheartedly in the World War II, even though they still endured
segregation and discrimination in the defense processes. The circumstances went against the
democracy, and freedom America was fighting during the war, but the blacks had little choice
when it came to employment. Later, as the Cold War began, President Harry Truman made the
civil Order 9981 to equalize matters between white and black officers in the military (CRF,
2018). The order paved the way for other reforms to follow in the latter years. Also relevant to
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this thesis is an outstanding incidence that occurred in 1955 involving a black woman named
Rosa Parks. Records show that Parks took a front seat at a bus from Alabama when returning
home from work (Hampton & Fayer, 2011). At that time, segregation laws prohibited blacks
from occupying specific seats in the bus and the parks. When the bus driver demanded that she
and other three blacks vacate the front seat for a white man who could not get a seat in the white
section of the bus, she refused and was arrested as Hampton and Fayer expound. Park’s action
initiated the boycott of the Montgomery bus system until the segregation laws were declared
unconstitutional by the Supremes court 381 days later. She was the symbol of activism until
Martin Luther King Jr. became famous for his “I have a dream” speech in the 1960s.
Despite making significant milestones in the fight for social, political, and economic
justice, blacks continued to endure racial discrimination. Other activities that fueled the black
activism comprise of the Little Rock Nine where nine black students arrived at the Central High
School to attend classes, the Woolworth’s Lunch Counter where four black college students
stood their ground at the lunch counter until Woolworth staff served them and the great match to
Washington (Bates, 1986; Hampton & Fayer, 2011). The Voting Rights of 1965 that abolished
all literacy tests necessary before voting and the deaths of Martin Luther King Jr. and Malcolm X
over the following years further fueled the movement, culminating in the Fair Housing Act of
1968 according to Hampton and Fayer. Moving a government is hard work, more so one that is
fixated on controlling the masses through any means possible. Regrettably, the scope of this
thesis does not allow for a discussion of all activism activities in history. However, an essential
point to take out of the information discussed is that activism has been a significant tool in
agitating for the rights of the black population throughout history.
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Black Lives Matter Activism Today
With such a foundation, the Black Lives Movement (BLM) initiated in 2013 by the
Alicia Garza, Patrisse Khan-Cullors, and Opal Tometi has made significant steps towards
achieving equality for the urban black community today. The movement began with the
#blacklivesmatter hashtag on social media platforms following the exoneration of George
Zimmerman in the Martin Trayvon murder case in 2012 (King, 2018). The movement became
recognized worldwide for its 2014 street protests in solidarity with Michael Brown, and Eric
Gamer (Day, 2015; Khan-Cullors, 2016). The two were young black men that died in the hands
of white police officers. King states that the BLM movement forced people to take a long hard
look at the structural forces that instigate the death of African Americans across the country.
After the 2016 presidential elections, other enthusiasts across the country joined the founders in
transforming BLM into much more than a hashtag. Additionally, the events of 2016 will stand
out in the history of BLM as the period within which the association disclosed a long-awaited
policy proposal titled ‘A Vision for Black Lives: Policy Demands for Black Power, Freedom, and
Justice’ that outlined the movement’s fundamental goals. The manuscript identified six basic
demands and 40 policy recommendations. In the proposals, they called for the demilitarization of
law enforcement institutions that had caused hundreds of deaths in the black population. The
declarations confirmed the existence of a national movement fighting for the rights of the black
community.

The Impact of the Black Lives Matter Movement
Five years into the movement, the BLM is a typical example of a civil rights movement
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that achieved success through the amplifying ability of social media. A study by Pew research
shows that users have engaged the hashtag more than 30 million times on Twitter alone at an
approximated 17,002 times each day (Anderson, Toor, Traine, & Smith, 2018). The main reason
for the massive success is the consistency with which the hashtag discusses current issues. The
hashtag, for instance, helped create awareness during the period in 2016 when Alton Sterling and
Philando Castle alongside five Dallas police officers lost their lives. The PEW study also
institutes that 69% and 67% of Americans believe that social media is effective in bringing
issues to politicians attention and bringing lasting change respectively (Anderson et al.). BLM,
thus, embodies modern protests and political engagement on social media.
Also crucial to this thesis is the role of the BLM movement in advocating for the rights of
black communities affected by lead poisoning. When the Flint Water crisis made headlines in the
press, BLM threw its weight behind the residents suffering from the adverse effects of lead
poisoning (Workers, 2016; Rakia, 2016). The movement’s solidarity statement linked the issue
to other environmental injustices witnessed in the country like the complete lack of water in
Detroit and declared it a human-made disaster. The proclamation, Rakia confirms, made a list of
demands to the federal and state governments including a demand to announce Flint a national
catastrophe and the resignation of the Governor, Rick Snyder. Whereas BLM did not realize all
its objectives, it succeeded in putting pressure on the government to treat the poisoned waters.
Similarly, the movement joined the protest against the shootings of unarmed black men in the
state Michigan and Chicago. In the article ‘Black Lives Matter: A Commentary on Racism and
Public Health’ by García and Sharif (2015) informs that while the nonindictments of police
officers that kill black men has sparked a conversation about social injustices meted against the
black community, what lacks from the interventions is a robust reaction towards these events.
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The BLM movement to bridges this gap.

American Studies and the History of Racial Capitalism
To bring American Studies back into the conversation, the emergence of modern-day
anti-racist activists battling police brutality and social injustices makes this an opportune moment
to discuss the history of racial capitalism in the country. Appreciating the historical point at
which the black race transformed from an independent entity to a population that the whites
could use to gain power and wealth is instrumental in understanding current lead poisoning
tragedies and the exploitation of the impoverished race. Racial capitalism according to Leong
(2013) refers to the process of gaining social and economic power from another race. The
concept manifests in various forms. In 1963, for example, a white man placed an advertisement
on the Craigslist in search of black friends (Friedman, 2008). In another instance, an organization
accused of racial discrimination hired a high number of black workers to prove to everyone that
the minority group is well represented (Maumelle Medical Clinics Inc, 2011). Such practices are
common today owing to the society’s capitalist nature. Whites treat blackness, so to speak, as a
commodity subject to trade for its market value.
Assigning a value to race is a regular practice in the U.S. Dominant cultures have
depicted being white as a source of wealth and privilege for the individual. Take, for instance,
the value of whiteness displayed by the courts when the justice system in the past century held
that calling a white man ‘black' amounted to defamation. Furthermore, in the Plessy v. Ferguson
case cited by Kahn (2005), Plessy declared before the judge that his whiteness was a valuable
property and a key to many golden opportunities. Scholars too have reviewed the value of
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whiteness, as in Cheryl Harris’ book Whiteness as Property. The book presents the quality of
being white as a status property. Historically, being white in the U.S. gives an individual the
right to own property and enjoy its benefits in contrast. For a long time, of course, the property
of white men could include lands, houses, and human black slaves. In his book, How Capitalism
Underdeveloped Black America, Manning (2000) states that although the Black race made
significant progress following the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights of 1965,
structural racism and white privileges continue to affect blacks today. Continued discrimination
explains why the average median income of black families to white families fell from 66.3% in
2000 to 54.8% by 2012 (Monnat, Raffalovich, & Tsao, 2012). During the same period, the
average white family had assets valued at $142,000 compared to $11,000 for the black
population. Worse still real estate foreclosures are three times higher in black and Hispanic
neighborhoods when compared to white-dominated areas as Monnat et al. enlighten. The
injustices meted on the race culminate in an increased poverty rate. Manning reports that the rate
of poverty reduced from 41.8% in 1965 to 22.5% in 2000, and increased to 27.2% by 2014. One
of the major contributing factors to this poverty is that due to racial discrimination in the private
sector, blacks chose to work in the public sector. They, therefore, are primarily affected by the
massive government downsizing in different departments.
Another way that racial capitalization manifests is through mass incarceration of black
men and women. Manning (2000) provides bold examples of historical incidences that
contributed to the massive imprisonment of black people. The primary tool for control in a
capitalist nation is coercion. Slavery and forced labor were among the first forms of oppression.
The rulers constructed laws and codes around the practices to guarantee the survival of power,
thus, imprisoning blacks that failed to adhere (Manning). The peonage and convict leasing
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systems that forced black people to work in white-owned farms multiplied the wealth of the
whites. Jim Crow laws also fall under the capitalist category whereby the black man was forced
into submission through lynching and starvation among other forms of brutalities. By the year
2000, Manning informs, over 6000 penal institutions across the US held over 1.8 million
convicts, about half of whom were black. The author also warns that black men and women are
six and three times more likely to be jailed in comparison to their white counterparts
respectively. Today, of the 2.2 million people behind bars, the majority are blacks who are
imprisoned for nonviolent crimes.

The Abolition of Toxicity in the Black Population and Communities of Color
Black Americans are the least healthy ethnic group the country owing to years of social
injustices. The fateful events that have led the population to where it is today, unfortunately, still
exist to date. From police brutality to lead poisoning, inadequate housing, and unemployment,
the factors paint a grim picture of the future (Bullard et al. 2008). In the height of suffering from
the adverse effects of lead poisoning, new efforts to abolish toxicity in the black community are
now more necessary than ever. A primary way of achieving this objective, Cecil et al. (2008)
inform, is to address the issues immediately as opposed to ignoring them. Seeking justice
through the justice system has been a significant tool in reducing the level of toxicity in lowincome neighborhoods. When the Flint water crisis occurred, for instance, one of the strategies
that the black community used in addressing the problem was requesting the court to examine
the law that enabled the crisis to occur (Bellant v. Snyder, 2017). The Emergency Manager Law,
the case documents indicated, allowed the state to replace all elected local leaders from
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financially stressed municipalities so that the powerful emergent manager would only account to
the governor's office.
The law, therefore, was racially discriminative, as it also denied the residents voting
rights as contained in the Voting Rights Act of 1965 (Bellant v. Snyder, 2017). What’s more,
more than half of the black population in Michigan is directly under the Emergency Manager
Law, in comparison to only 2% of the white population. The Bellant v. Snyder case sent a clear
message to the governor and municipality leaders that the residents would not accept the
unconstitutional practice. Moreover, the court ruling fast-tracked action by EPA to produce $100
million through MDEQ meant to implement structural improvements in the Flint plumbing
system (EPA, Flint drinking water response, 2017). The Water Infrastructure Improvements for
the Nation (WIIN) Act of 2016 provides that EPA support lead abatement procedures in water
systems. The 2016 EPA report shows that lead levels have reduced significantly in the water and
that an orthophosphate coat continues to protect the pipes from corrosion. Similarly, action
geared towards correcting the wrongs committed by NYCHA produced positive results for the
residents. The US vs. New York City Housing Authority Case (2018) awarded funds for use in
lead abatement procedures across all NYCHA’s housing units. Public protests by the residents,
local leaders, and activist groups produced the positive developments to the benefit of the black
population.
Still, as history has shown, implementing laws is one thing but applying them equally
across the populations is something completely different. Russell-Brown (2017) submits that the
law is only useful on paper if a country's actions remain irresolute at best when applied to the
black community. Skepticism regarding the corrective measures taken towards addressing lead
poisoning tragedies is that they might be short-lived according to García and Sharif (2015).
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Possibly, when attention finally shifts from the issue, the authorities will fall back to the racist
methods of handling water supply issues and police shootings (García & Sharif). In light of these
circumstances, the lives of black Americans are beleaguered with a heightened sense of danger,
as they must treat everything in life with suspicion to remain safe. Such living conditions only
worsen the already strained mental health of the black population.

The Symbolic Relationship between Lead and Racial Injustice in Black Urban Poor
Communities

As things stand currently, an individual's race is the most reliable indicator of whether
they live in a lead poisoned neighborhood. A 1987 report by Benjamin F. Chavis and Charles
Lee titled Toxic Wastes and Race in the United States indicates that being black means that
individuals live in a low-income area with toxic dumps of different kinds, lead included. The
researchers examined the dumping of hazardous waste in various locations in the country and
found that neighborhoods with the highest numbers of perilous waste amenities hosted the
biggest proportion of black and brown residents. An examination of the nation's largest toxic
landfills, for example, showed that the average minority percentage of the local population was
three times higher than in communities without such waste, 38% and 12% specifically. The
Toxic Waste and Race at Twenty report of 2007 further confirms the allegations by Chavis and
Lee. In this version, half of all people living within three kilometers of hazardous wastes are
people of color (Bullard, Mohai, Saha, & Wright, 2008). Although this thesis does not specialize
in lead dumpsites and landfills, a broad topic by itself, but rather on water systems, bullets, and
paints, the research by Chavis and Lee helps establish a longstanding connection between the
black race and toxic waste. The correlation got more elaborate as the literature review unearthed
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additional facts.
Such exposure to lead translates to higher rates of illness in the black population. The
effects are evident in the form of elevated BLLs, reduced IQ, poor mental health, preterm births,
and an overall increase in poverty. Following the water crisis in Flint, Michigan, for instance, the
proportion of children with high BLLs stood at 7.5% by the third quarter of 2014. The increase
in lead poisoning percentage implies that children and adults suffered reduced IQ, poor mental
health, and other physical disabilities associated with lead exposures. A recent report indicates
that the fertility rate in the city dropped 13% while infant mortality increased by 58% after the
tragedy (Grossman & Slusky, 2017). The researchers attribute this decrease in fertility to the
metal’s ability to inhibit proper development of fetuses thereby causing preterm, stillbirths, and
reduced birth weights. Furthermore, since lead exposure is associated with abnormalities of the
central nervous system, surviving children have developmental defects affecting the sexual
organs, the nervous system, and the heart. The problems will become more pronounced in the
upcoming generation as lead crosses the placenta into the fetus, thus, making it harder to manage
the conditions throughout life (Taylor, Golding, and Emond 2014). The Flint example evidences
the cycle of illness and physical disabilities propagated by lead poisoning for many years in the
black population.
An increased disease burden follows an increase in poverty rates. Poverty rates rise as a
culmination of the various effects of lead poisoning in the population. Poor mental health
reduces the productivity of a population, not to mention the apparent rise in medical bills. Reyes
(2015) confirms that a perverse increase in BLLs has a direct link with on mental health.
Additionally, lead poisoning affects education. Studies show that children exposed to lead arrive
at school later than their peers, struggle to catch up, and perform poorly in sciences and
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mathematics subjects Aizer and Currie 2016). Aizer and Currie also note that there is a systemic
failure to test water sources for lead poisoning in the school systems, but that is beside the point.
Eventually, a significant number of the affected students are suspended from school.
School suspensions originate from poor performance as well as the ability of the metal to
catalyze aggressiveness in an individual. A study by Aizer and Currie tracked students from
Rhode Island, born between 1990 and 2004 and exposed to lead during the first few years of life.
The information collected from childhood medical records were compared to school suspension
data in 2007-2008 and 2013-2014. The results, combined with data from the juvenile
correctional facilities across the state, indicated that children with high BLLs have an increased
probability of being suspended from school and end up in juvenile correctional facilities than
their counterparts. A lack of education translates to fewer employment opportunities in the future
and, thus, poverty, not to forget the propensity to resort to crime and substance abuse Aizer et al.
Once again, lead poisoning sinks the black population deeper into poverty.

Modern Day Activism as a Way out of Exposure Tragedies for the Black Population
The literature presented in this thesis has established the relationship between lead
poisoning and persistent illness, disability, and poverty witnessed in the black population. The
pertinent concern at this point regards developing best practices that can deal with the scourge
effectively while eliminating the probably of reversion in the future. Traditional methods of
handling lead poisoning evidenced through government policies prioritize lead abatement
(Peters, 2017). Research depicts the technique as useful for controlling lead in houses built
before the ban. However, poor black families cannot afford the exorbitant costs required to
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implement such procedures (Billings & Schnepel, 2017). The lack of funds to eliminate the paint
or move to lead-safe houses causes families to live in unsafe conditions.
For instance, take the fact that although police shootings are high in Michigan and
Chicago urban areas, Black families still constitute a higher percentage of the population in
comparison to White, Indian, and Hispanic ones. The same logic applies in Flint and New York
public residential units. Unfortunately, racially discriminative practices in the institutions meant
to protect the population from harm have prevented them from accessing crucial life-saving
services according to Rosner and Markowitz in Building the world that kills us: The politics of
lead, science, and polluted homes, 1970 to 2000 (2016). Still, African Americans must devise
new ways of tackling lead poisoning since giving in into the discrimination means an end to their
lives. The answer to this question is not readily available, but the truth is that the moment of
decision can no longer be avoided.
An effective way of saving black lives from lead poisoning is raising awareness about the
vice and its prevention methods. Awareness will create community support around lead
poisoning and in the process change knowledge and attitudes regarding the subject (CDC,
2018c). The primary aim of lead poisoning campaigns is to keep the conversation started by
recent occurrence in the public domain long enough for lasting change to occur. BLM activism is
most needed at this point, as it has the tools to draw the attention of political leaders by leading
the way on a path similar to the one past African American generations used in abolishing
slavery and acquiring voting rights. What sets this activism apart from previous interventions is
that the population acts more deliberately. The strategy is needed to gain the attention of a
capitalist government that has more potent biopower to control the black body than its
precursors. Awareness creation makes a difference between the two eras of activism. O’Hanlon
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(2017) acknowledges heightened awareness as an effective method in achieving lasting change.
Creating awareness will help in gaining complete buyout in the black population and its white
sympathizers to realize a lead-safe environment for all.
Various awareness creation mechanisms are already in place to address lead poisoning
concerns, but additional efforts are required to eradicate lead poisoning. The International Lead
Poisoning Week by WHO, for instance, has played a significant role in creating awareness about
the epidemic. Last year, the week focused on the role of lead in the development of intellectually
disabled children while this year’s event will focus on enhancing policies between organizations,
industries, and countries to ban lead paints (WHO, 2018). Nonetheless, efforts at the
international level are a diminutive comfort to the black community in the country. There is an
urgent need to bring the campaign closer home. Keep in mind that most people, especially those
living in houses with lead paints, are unaware of its health effects until a tragedy occurs. Lead
poisoning prevention awareness in the country is the responsibility of the U.S. Department of
Health and Human Services. The organization implements the awareness week in conjunction
with the CDC. Over the years, the two state bodies have used various themes to create awareness
about the harmful effects of lead poisoning and effective strategies used to prevent poisoning.
Despite these efforts, however, studies show a consistent lack of knowledge about the impact of
lead in the populations (Newman, Lowry, Mall, & Berger, 2013). The authors assert that
although studies have established that the most effective way of controlling lead poisoning is
prevention, the ongoing lack of lead poisoning knowledge is the populations biggest undoing.
Evidently, more needs to be done to ensure that all stakeholders appreciate the gravity of the
situation.
Lead poisoning awareness must pervade the institutions that the state has put in place to
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control the population. Zhang et al. state that the efforts to raise awareness must go beyond the
Lead Poisoning Prevention Act requirements. The act dictates that children produce a statement
from their primary care doctor confirming compliance with lead poisoning. Zhang and fellow
authors assert that awareness must include the development of special education programs for
students diagnosed with lead poisoning. Currently, although the law recognizes lead poisoning
disability where children record an IQ of below 59, schools, under the American Disabilities Act
(ADA) and the Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) schools only offer essential support services
without considering the particular circumstances of the child. Note that besides a low IQ, the
child may have accompanying diseases such as depressions, hearing loss, kidney, and heart
diseases. Additionally, awareness programs should encompass the environmental health
education for health care providers Zhang et al. A heightened awareness among healthcare
providers will support early lead poisoning detection and treatment. In this way, modern-day
activism will transform the racist systems from within.
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